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 One of the nuggets of wisdom I gained when I worked for the credit card bank many 

years ago happened on a payday.  Before the days of direct deposit, I have a distinct memory of 

my co-workers and I opening our paychecks on a Friday morning.  The conversation started 

about what everyone was making.  Now, all of us had been with the bank for different lengths of 

time, and our careers with the bank took many different paths, but all of the members of the team 

I was on were basically doing the same job.  So, our paychecks should have been about the same.  

Except they were not.  I can distinctly remember the words of anger and frustration from my co-

workers that they made less than someone else – clearly someone else they thought was an 

inferior worker to them.  Fortunately, I had been with the bank for the least amount of time, so 

my paycheck was lower than any of them – and I kept my mouth shut.   

 I was reminded of that memory as I looked at the Gospel lesson for this morning from 

Matthew, chapter 20.  Jesus is telling the crowd a parable about the kingdom of heaven and what 

it will be like.  He tells them about a landowner who needs workers for his vineyard.  Workers 

are hired throughout the day to do the hard work of tending to the vines.  Some are hired really 

early in the morning, then at 9:00am, others at noon, then again at 3:00pm, and 5:00pm.  The 

owner saw that the people were just standing around idly in the marketplace, and wanted to put 

them to work. 

 When the end of day came, and it was evening, the landowner brought all of his workers 

together to settle up payment for their time and work.  At the time of payment, everyone received 

a denarius, the normal daily wage for a laborer during those days.  Those who worked from early 
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in the morning got a denarius, and those who only worked a few hours received a denarius.  The 

workers all agreed to this wage when approached by the landowner to work. 

 However, not all was well on payday.  “When they received it, they began to grumble 

against the landowner. ‘These who were hired last worked only one hour,’ they said, ‘and you 

have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the work and the heat of the day.’”  

The early workers believe that this action by the landowner is not fair.  “You made us all equal – 

that is not fair because we worked harder and longer and in the heat of the day.”  Was it fair?  

We could probably debate that for some time, with both sides represented. 

 However, the workers agreed to the terms early in the day.  Verses 1 and 2 of Matthew 20 

told us that.  “For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning 

to hire workers for his vineyard.  He agreed to pay them a denarius for the day and sent them into 

his vineyard.”  Now that the early workers knew that they were paid the same amount as those 

who came later, they were upset.  They felt cheated.  They felt as though they had been wronged 

by the landowner.  Do they have a right to feel that way?  Did they have a place to grumble in 

that moment? 

 This week, I have read this parable through the lens of 2020, if this situation happened in 

our day.  I can see it now – what the response would have been.  Facebook would be lit up with 

complaints and judgments against this vineyard owner.  There would be hashtags associated with 

the vineyard - #BOYCOTT – whatever wine is produced.  There would be attempts – strong 

attempts to put him out of business.  People would probably storm his house and shame him.  

Former employees would disparage him. 

 This would be all from the accounts of the workers – maybe even without finding out all 

of the information.  Like the workers agreed to the terms early in the day, and it is his business to 
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run as he wishes.  It is a shame that in today’s world, we judge what is right and wrong based on 

our feeling in a situation, whether we have all the facts we need or not.  So many people and 

places of business have been cancelled into oblivion in ways that are unfair and wrong to them.  

The court of public opinion has wielded way too much power and destroyed many innocent lives 

– and this is on both sides of the aisle.  How do we make sense of the parable in light of our 

world today? 

 We have been looking at this parable from the point of view of the workers – of what is 

fair and right and wrong in their eyes.  However, what if we looked at it from the perspective of 

the landowner?  The landowner is generous.  He gives generously and fairly to all of his workers.  

The denarius was the equivalent of a day’s wage.  So he is not shortchanging the early workers.  

And he has a right to pay whatever he wishes – for those who worked a full day, he paid the 

day’s wage.  His generosity is most easily seen in what he paid later employees, but they all got 

the same wage.  The landowner is a metaphor for God.  God treating everyone fairly and the 

same.  God looking out for the lost, for those who are standing around instead of being a part of 

the work of the vineyard, the kingdom.   

Our God is fair, in all things.  And more importantly, our God is generous.  Karoline 

Lewis, professor of Biblical Preaching at Luther Seminary in Saint Paul, Minnesota, writes this.  

“And, if you get a chance to look into the eyes of God? What is at the heart of God? What will 

you see looking into God’s very soul? Well, at least according to this parable, you will see 

generosity. Sheer generosity. And, according to this parable, we may not like what we see.  

Because in the end, sheer generosity? Unexplainable, unfathomable, generosity?  For no reason 

at all? No way we can get our heads around that. Why? What’s so hard? Because while we want 
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to believe in generosity, what it is and what it represents, we can’t. I think we have a 

fundamental discomfort with, even a suspicion of, generosity.  

Here’s the rub of this parable. That generosity is not something to be understood. And 

that we have an inherent resistance in receiving generosity. Because our human nature is then to 

anticipate a quid pro quo situation; to assume that we did something to deserve this generosity. 

We don’t even know how to respond to true generosity. “Really? Me? Why? For no reason? Are 

you sure? What did I do? What can I do?” So we relegate generosity to equality. To 

accountability. To measurability. And in the process, we end up deconstructing generosity. 

Discounting it as mere gratitude. Demeaning the abundance that it displays, making that which is 

illimitable and inestimable thereby determinate and quantifiable. 

This parable is a reminder of the absolute gift of generosity that does not demand 

response, that does not account for reciprocity, that does not calculate metrical measures. 

Because then generosity is not generous. By definition, generosity is not measurable, 

accountable, or calculable. Therein lies the point of the parable. That God is about unreckonable 

grace. Grace, by definition, cannot be computable. God’s generosity is exemplified in this 

parable but also extends beyond it” (From Internet. workingpreacher.org/craft.aspx?post=3340.  

09/15/20). 

Grace.  Not what we deserve, but so much more.  What if we were generous in this way?  

What if we looked out for others in the way that God looks out for all?  What a world that could 

be – for us, and for all of God’s creation.  Let us pray… 

Generous God, we thank You for Your grace, which You pour out abundantly to all of us.  We 

thank You that our reward – regardless of when we come to faith – is the same.  Help us to live 

in that grace day by day.  May we be generous, as You are, and show others the depth of Your 

love and mercy.  In Christ’s name, Amen. 
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